
Red Squirrel   Step-by-Step   Pastel on Pastelmat   
by Alanda Calmus

Materials
8x12in Pastelmat - neutral colour
Pastel pencils
Soft pastels (for background)

I used a mix of pastels, including Carbothello, Derwent, 
Faber Castell, Conte pencils and Unison, Rembrant, Daler- 
Rowney soft pastels so feel free to use whatever brand you 
have. If you don’t have pastel pencils you can work with 
just soft pastels but it will be much harder to get fine detail 
at this size. Pastelmat is a very versatile papers so should 
accommodate most makes of pastel with good success, but 
you can try other pastel papers if you don’t have Pastelmat.

Using a free gridding app on my ipad called ArtGrid from Jacksons Art, I divided my photo 
into 2 inch squares and then drew the same size grid lightly on my paper with a pastel pencil
that is a similar colour to my subject and paper. 

You can grid at 1 inch intervals if you would like more control over your drawing or if you 
feel confident you can do it free hand or use a transfer paper. If you decide to use the grid, 
draw it lightly so it doesn’t score the paper or show through your background.



Following the grid layout, draw out your 
subject.

I decided that I would like to change the 
position of the tail to make a better 
composition and to change the washing 
pole to a tree branch.

Background is optional. If you’re only using pastel pencils you won’t be able to do this part.
Using the flat edge of a mix of light and dark green soft pastels I start to build up a mottled leafy 
background.



Smudge in with a cotton bud or your finger starting with the lights first. Add in more pastel, lighter 
at the top, darker at the bottom. Add in some dark blues in the shadows. Soften in again.

Block in the squirrel with soft pastels 
to give a flat base in colours to suit the
subject and smudge in. This is 
optional if you are only using Pastel 
pencils.

I usually work upright on an easel 
slightly tilted forward so that pastel 
falls away from the artwork but 
failing that you can use baking 
parchment to protect it so that you 
don’t smudge the rest of it with your 
hand while you are working.



Start to put in the features. The highlight in the eye is done to reflect the natural world outside, so is 
not perfectly round and has some blue to show the reflected sky.

There are so many different tones in the face and variations in colour. Observing carefully and 
putting them in the right places help to build up the form of the head.



Notice that the head has more brown tones towards the back compared to the orangey yellow 
towards the front and underneath. Try and understand the whole head as a 3-D form, for example 
the bump above the nose is the eyebrow for the unseen eye. 

I’ll come back to the whiskers later.



Start to put in the fur on the body, darks first in a rusty red, then light orangey tones following 
direction of hair growth so that it looks natural, try not to make the strokes too uniform.

Then use a mid toned terracotta to soften the transitions between light and dark on the fur. I used a 
light yellow to highlight the fur on the left side, the back leg and a light grey/off white to highlight 
the fur down the back. Notice how the fur splits in different directions over the haunch.



More layering, back in with the darks and the warm reds and then again with the highlights and 
cooler mid-tones. I go back and forth between the darks and lights. I have also used reflected greens
and greys in the shadow areas of the “white” belly fur. The brightest colour you see here is not 
white, it is light grey. White would be too bright and unnatural. It’s in shadow so I have used cool 
greys instead of warm creamy colours. I will likely darken this a little more in the latter stages.

I have left the front paws and feet at this stage 
because I will put the branch in first rather than 
try to work round them.

The tail will need to be put in before the branch 
as it falls behind. I have used other reference 
photos to get an idea of how this might look.



 

I will try to combine these two images for the shape and
colouring of the tail.

All of these reference photos are free to use without 
attribution from www.pixabay.com 

I have followed the colouring down from
the back and leg for the top part of the 
tail. When I put the branch in it will go 
slightly over this so I’m not worried 
about the strokes going into that space.

I roughly blocked in the branch but then 
realised I would need to do the lower part
of the tail first. Using the flat of a rusty 
red pastel I grazed in the under coat, 
swishing it out into the green background
so there wasn’t a hard edge.

http://www.pixabay.com/


I added some long brown and dark terracotta strokes in the direction of the fur growth.

I then started to put some dark brown and dark blue strokes in to create some shadow areas in the 
middle and lower parts of the tail and then some highlighted strokes on the fine edges, imagining 
the effect of the same light that is falling on the body. I used a creamy colour for the right side 
fading off as the tail curves round underneath and more of a yellowy orange lightly at the upper 
edge and tip of the tail.



These are the colours I used but if you 
have a limited palette try blending colours 
together. Red/orange and brown for rusty 
colours, yellow/orange and white for 
lighter tones. Black and blue for shadows.

Below I am adding more layers in the 
order I have placed the pencils. Notice 
how the fur splits and is choppy in certain 
areas as it curves round. Look closely at 
the photo to see the way chunks of fur 
separate a bit. I am not trying to copy this 
exactly though as my tail is in a slightly 
different pose to fit my composition.
 



Colours below in order of use on the branch. I used them on their flat edges and grazed across the 
branch with a slight curve to give the appearance of form.

More layers and colour added and some texture. I will probably work more on the branch later as 
I’m not entirely happy with it at this stage.



Working on the paws. Red first to partially define the fingers and toes and then a sand/ mustard 
colour to fill in. You could use brown mixed with red and yellow.

More definition with dark brown in the shadows and lighter yellow on the highlights. Notice I’m 
starting to create the shape of the joints and knuckles.



More definition, claws in, and shadows in dark blue placed on branch and under toes. Darkened 
area where back foot meets leg and under tail.

Don’t forget the whiskers, they are quite long and fine with gentle curves. Notice the eyebrow and 
ear hair/whiskers too. I used a sharpened Cretacolour chalk pencil but a sharpened white pastel 
pencil will work the same.  I also highlighted a few bits of fur throughout the body to finish.



Here is the finished piece. I hope this has been helpful and useful.
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